INTRODUCTION
Flexibility is generally defined as the ability of muscles and tendons to elongate and is one of the main athletic components to achieve efficient movements and perform sports-specific skills effectively [1, 2] . A high level of flexibility is a prerequisite for athletic success in some sports such as gymnastics, trampolining, figure skating, diving, synchronized swimming, and combat sports, since these sports require relatively large ranges of motion and extreme limb positions [3] .
Stretching is a common warm-up method that competitive and recreational athletes routinely use to prepare their bodies for intense muscular efforts [4] . Stretching exercises are generally performed immediately after aerobic warm-up activities and constitute a basic component of the warm-up process [4, 5] . Stretching improves flexibility and reduces muscular soreness and injury [6] .
One of the most common injuries that competitive athletes encounter is a hamstring strain, which is mainly caused by decreased hamstring flexibility. Therefore, athletes routinely use hamstring stretching exercises to prevent these injuries. Hamstring and lower back flexibility plays a critical role in physical performance dependent upon lower body explosive strength [4, 5, 7] .
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ABSTRACT:
This study aimed to compare the effect of local vibration (LV) and whole body vibration (WBV) on lower body flexibility and to assess whether vibration treatments were more effective than traditionally used static and dynamic stretching methods. Twenty-four well-trained male combat athletes (age: 22.7 ± 3.3 years) performed four exercise protocols -LV (30 Hz, 4 mm), WBV (30 Hz, 4 mm), static stretching (SS), and dynamic stretching (DS) -in four sessions of equal duration 48 hours apart in a randomized, balanced order. During a 15-minute recovery after each protocol, subjects performed the stand and reach test (S&R) at the 15th second and the 2 th and 15 th minute. There was a similar change pattern in S&R scores across the 15-minute recovery after each protocol (p = 0.572), remaining significantly elevated throughout the recovery. A significant main protocol effect was found for absolute change in S&R scores relative to baseline (p = 0.015). These changes were statistically greater in LV than WBV and DS. Changes in SS were not significantly different from LV, but were consistently lower than LV with almost moderate effect sizes. After LV, a greater percentage of subjects increased flexibility above the minimum detectable change compared to other protocols. Subjects with high flexibility (n = 12) benefited more from LV compared with other methods (effect size ≥ 0.862). In conclusion, LV was an effective alternative exercise modality to acutely increase lower extremity flexibility for well-trained athletes compared with WBV and traditional stretching exercises. In combat sports such as judo, tae kwon do, and karate, static stretching (SS) is predominantly used as part of the warm-up process.
It is also used at the end of training sessions to improve and/or maintain flexibility. However, some research indicates that SS may have detrimental effects on explosive strength (i.e. vertical jump), maximum strength, speed, and agility if used before muscular activity including these biomotor abilities [4, 5] . To overcome the negative effects of SS, it has been recommended to replace static stretching with dynamic stretching (DS) in the warm-up period. DS has no detrimental effects and may have positive effects on subsequent muscular activity [5, 8] . On the other hand, DS is not as effective as SS at improving flexibility [5, 8] .
Whole body vibration (WBV) is another training modality used to enhance flexibility [1, [9] [10] [11] [12] [13] . Since SS has detrimental effects on explosive activities and DS is less effective than SS at increasing flexibility, WBV may be a better alternative to these traditional stretching methods for enhancing acute flexibility prior to sporting activities.
In WBV, a mechanical stimulus with an oscillatory motion is applied to the whole body via a vibrating platform. Frequency, amplitude, acceleration, and duration are the main variables constituting the vibratory load [14] [15] [16] . The amount of vibratory load transmitted to body parts depends on musculoskeletal stiffness, dampening of the vibrations by tissues and body fluids [17] , and distance between the vibration source and target muscles [15] .
In general, WBV studies use standing and squatting exercises. In these exercises, the vibratory stimulus is indirectly transmitted through the body tissues via the feet [18] [19] [20] . During transmission, vibration energy is absorbed by the soft tissues, thus reducing the vibratory stimulus to the muscles distal to the vibration source. Therefore, these muscles may be exposed to an insufficient vibration load to elicit performance enhancement [10, 15, 18] . In contrast, local vibration (LV) directly applied to target muscles reduces dissipation of vibratory energy [18] . Hence, LV may more intensely affect target muscles than WBV [19] .
In the literature, LV [3, 7, 19, 21, 22] and WBV [1, 9, 10, [23] [24] [25] [26] are both suggested to effectively increase acute flexibility. However, to date, no study has compared the effects of LV and WBV on lower extremity flexibility. WBV relies on indirect effects whereas LV relies on direct effects of the vibratory stimulus on the related body region.
Therefore, LV could be as effective as WBV -even more effective if similar vibratory loads are used -in enhancement of lower body flexibility [19] . Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effects of WBV and LV on lower body flexibility levels using welltrained combat athletes. It also aimed to assess whether vibration treatments were superior to traditionally used static and dynamic stretching methods regarding lower body flexibility enhancement.
MATERIALS AND METHODS
Experimental Approach to the Problem. The primary hypothesis of the present study was that LV would be more effective than WBV in enhancing lower extremity flexibility. The secondary hypothesis was that both LV and WBV treatment would be at least as effective as traditional stretching methods in enhancing lower extremity flexibility. 
iii) Static Stretching (SS):
In SS, subjects performed six different SS exercises (Table 1) . Each exercise was performed for each limb for 20 seconds. Subjects rested for 20 seconds between exercises.
iv) Dynamic Stretching (DS):
In DS, subjects performed eight different DS exercises (Table 2) . Each exercise lasted for 15 seconds and was performed as two sets with 30-second interset and inter-exercise rest intervals.
SS and DS exercises were chosen among exercises that subjects regularly use in their training sessions.
Statistical Analysis
Data were analyzed using the IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows ver- Afterwards, the study sample was separated into two groups: a high flexibility group (HFG) and a low flexibility group (LFG). Subjects Standing Soleus Stretch Take a half step forward. Slowly bend the knees and sink down toward the ground. Keep the heels on the ground. Feel the stretch just above the heel.
Eagle Straddle Sit on the ground. Legs are spread and extended straight out. Slowly lower your torso down and forward. Try to touch your nose to the floor in front of you.
Light High Knee Stand with feet hip width apart. Drive knee up towards chest and quickly place the foot back on the ground. Drive other knee up in a moderate jog.
Side to Side Kick Face a wall with your hands on the wall. Swing your right leg out to the side and back in front and across your body. Increase your range with each leg swing.
Light Skip Drive your right leg into the air and push the ground with the left foot so that both feet are off the ground. Upon landing, repeat it with opposite leg/foot. Swing arms back and forth during the motion.
Lateral Shuffle Move laterally facing sideways.
Step with your lead foot and then bring your trail foot up toward your lead foot. Do not rotate the body.
Standing Rhythm Hamstring Kick Stand sideways onto the wall. Keep your left hand on the wall for balance. Swing your right leg forward and backward. Repeat it with opposite leg.
Walking Lunge Take a big step forward. Lower your hips and bend your knee until your lead thigh is parallel to the ground. Keep your shin straight vertically. Trail leg is as straight as possible.
Step forward again and repeat it with the other leg. Keep your upper body upright.
Walking Lateral Lunge Take a big side step. Bend the knee of your lead leg and lower your hip, resulting in a 90° knee joint angle. Trail leg is as straight as possible. Repeat it three or four times successively, and then perform it similarly in the other direction.
Walking Hamstring Kick Kick leg up then out straight in front of you as high as possible. Try to touch the toe with the contralateral hand. Then, perform it with the other leg.
having baseline S&R scores (mean of baseline scores obtained in each testing session) higher and lower than the median value (15.6 cm) of the S&R scores of the whole sample constituted the HFG (n = 12, S&R score = 20.6 ± 3.8) and LFG (n = 12, S&R score = 13.2 ± 1.8), respectively. The difference between baseline S&R scores and S&R scores obtained at each time point following the exercise protocols were investigated using a 2 × 4 × 7 (Group × Protocol × Time) three-factor mixed design ANOVA. The homogeneity of variance assumption was checked by Levene's test. Intraprotocol and inter-group comparisons were performed using a onefactor within-subject design and one-factor between subject design ANOVA, respectively, with a post-hoc Fisher's LSD test. Statistical significance level was not corrected for multiple pairwise comparisons to avoid loss of statistical power and was set at p ≤ 0.05 for all analyses [27, 28] .
Even small changes in the performance measures of well-trained athletes might have a substantial impact [29] . Therefore, the percentage of subjects having S&R score changes greater than the minimum detectable change with 90% confidence (MDC 90 ) and smallest worthwhile change (SWC) value (0.2 × pooled standard deviation) were considered as the critical limit. Changes greater than MDC 90 and SWC values were regarded as "real change" and "practically important change" in the S&R scores, respectively. MDC 90 was calculated using the following equation:
where SEM is the standard error of measurement, 1.65 is the z score of the 90% confidence level, and √2 is the variance of two measurements. MDC 90 and SWC values were calculated for each set of paired protocols (six pairs), and the mean of these values was used for further analysis.
Test-retest reliability of baseline S&R scores was estimated using intra-class correlation coefficients (ICC) and 95% confidence intervals computed by two-factor mixed-effects single-measure reliability with absolute agreement.
FIG. 2.
Percentage of subjects improving the S&R score more than the minimum detectable change score with 90% confidence (MDC 90 = 2.55 cm) and more than the smallest worthwhile change score (SWC = 0.97 cm) at different time points after the acute exercise protocols. DS = dynamic stretching, LV = local vibration, S&R = stand and reach test, SS = static stretching, WBV = whole body vibration. TABLE 5 . Inter-protocol comparison of absolute change in S&R scores relative to baseline at the specified testing time points after the acute exercise protocols. Changes in S&R scores relative to baseline after each intervention are shown in Figure 3 . Superiority of interventions between one another regarding their flexibility-enhancing effect can be seen in Tables 5, Table 6 and Table 7 .
RESULTS

Test
DISCUSSION
To our knowledge, this is the first study comparing the effects of two different types of vibration -LV and WBV -on lower extremity flexibility. In addition, SS and DS were included in the study design as control treatments to reveal whether vibration treatments could serve as better alternatives to these traditionally used stretching methods for enhancing lower extremity flexibility. Well-trained combat athletes were selected for this study to identify whether vibration treatments could improve lower extremity flexibility of these athletes who routinely perform traditional stretching exercises for long periods of time.
In the context of LV treatment, a key result of the present study - When the WBV-related results were considered, our results were in line with the results of the sit and reach test as reported by Cochrane and Stannard [10] (~2.5 cm, no ES was indicated), Bunker et al. [9] (8.00 ± 3.37 cm, no ES was indicated), Gerodimos et al. [25] (~1.8 cm, no ES was indicated), Jacobs and Burns [26] (4.7 cm, ES = 0.57), and Kinser et al. [22] (4.7 cm, ES = 0.25).
In contrast, Cardinale and Lim [30] found an insignificant decrease (3.3%) in flexibility performance after a WBV intervention. The differences in the effect sizes and magnitude of changes could be due to several reasons, such as differences in types of exercise, duration of exercise, frequency, amplitude, types of vibration platform, body posture, or baseline flexibility level [25] .
Furthermore, the current findings were also consistent with earlier findings demonstrating a flexibility increase after vibration treatment used in combination with SS exercises [1, 3, 22, 23] .
Vibration causes agonist muscles to contract through the tonic vibration reflex (TVR) due to stimulation of muscle spindles [7, 19, 31] .
Relaxation of stretched muscles is proposed to be in relation with the flexibility-enhancing effect of vibration. Vibrating motions may affect the stretch reflex loop that has transcortical connections [31] through Ia inhibitory interneurons and also through group II secondary endings if suitable low frequencies are used [31] . This process may alter intramuscular coordination, reducing braking forces around the lower back and hip joints [7, 11, 25, [32] [33] [34] . In addition, it has been suggested that a significant reduction in the stretch reflex medium-latency response compared to the short-latency response after vibration at 30 Hz was attributed to inhibition of the group Ia afferent fibres, which, in turn, increased S&R scores [3] . Vibrationmediated rapid changes in muscle length and joint rotation may induce firing of α and γ motor neurons and reduce muscle stiffness.
Moreover, stimulation of Golgi tendon organs via the Ib pathway may inhibit contraction of antagonist muscles, resulting in muscle relaxation [25] . The increase in S&R scores after vibration protocols in the current study may be attributed to these mechanisms [11, [32] [33] [34] .
On the other hand, a muscle relaxation effect of vibration occurring simultaneously with tension induced by TVR is considered paradoxical [3] . However, it has been proposed that the optimal stimulus for primary endings of muscle spindles to induce high levels of muscle tension is very high frequency vibration (i.e., 100 Hz)
in conjunction with very low amplitude (i.e., 1 mm) [35] . Accordingly, it is unlikely that vibration of 30 Hz, 4 mm used in the current study might have caused a significant increase in TVR-induced muscle tension and a reduction in the short and medium-latency stretch reflex. Thus, increased S&R scores might have resulted from a high level of relaxation [31] .
Another mechanism that may account for the increased S&R scores in the current study is an increase in the pain threshold induced by reduced pain sensation [3, 19, 25, 31] . However, presence of such a mechanism might be debatable since there are contradictory results about the frequency of vibration that leads to reduced pain sensation [3] . Inhibition of pain sensation is attributed to increased proprioceptive impulses, resulting in an unidentified proprioceptive feedback mechanism [25, 31] . Indeed, if the current S&R performance enhancement resulted from such a mechanism, this may be due to reduced phasic and static stretch reflexes. This reduction could result from continuous after-discharge of motor neurons following the cessation of vibration [3] .
A local increase in blood flow and local temperature in vibrated muscles might also have led to reduced muscle stiffness and increased S&R scores [3, 7, 25] . (Table 5) , but also by the individual-based evaluation of the study results ( Figure 1 ). This is likely because direct application of LV to the related muscle groups resulted in lesser dissipation of vibratory energy [18, 19] . This direct application may also have increased the duration and magnitude of the neural processes generating inhibitory neuromuscular responses, thus changing S&R scores more than WBV [31] . This difference might also be due to the reduction in vibratory stimulus arriving at muscle groups affecting S&R scores, including erector spinae, hip rotators, hamstrings, and gastrocnemii [37] , in WBV. Since these muscle groups were distant from the vibration source in WBV, vibration energy absorbed by the soft tissues might have lessened the vibratory load. Accordingly, stimulation of neural mechanisms might have occurred to a lesser extent compared with LV, thus leading to less flexibility enhancement [10, 15, 18, 38, 39] . When LV is compared with SS and DS, the effect sizes of the S&R score differences were higher than the effect sizes of differences when comparing WBV with SS and DS (Tables 5-6 ). Therefore, LV seemed to be superior to SS and DS for enhancing flexibility compared with WBV. On the other hand, when the number of subjects exceeding SWC, a practical and important change limit, is considered, both LV and WBV improved results compared with SS and DS.
Greater gains in S&R scores in LFG than HFG after each protocol were expected as the subjects in this group had more potential for
improvement. An important and interesting finding is that LV led to a greater enhancement in flexibility in HFG than did other protocols (large effect sizes, ≥ 0.862). Although HFG had less improvement potential than LFG, flexibility improvement in HFG seemed to be similar to that in LFG ( Figure 3 ). This is especially important in practical terms since well-trained athletes who already have high levels of flexibility may benefit more from LV than from traditional stretching methods and WBV.
When the group means were considered, the residual effect of each protocol persisted throughout the 15-min recovery period (Table 3 ). This finding supports that of Gerodimos et al. [18] , who also found a flexibility-enhancing effect of WBV throughout a 15-min recovery period. However, the residual effect of LV in the present study was more pronounced at the 6 th and 8 th minute of the recovery period, since more subjects benefited more from LV at these time points.
Limitations
No control measurement was performed for the WBV using the same body posture on the WBV device receiving no vibration (0 Hz, 0 mm) to assess any possible potentiating or fatiguing effect of the isometric body posture. However, our previous study [40] showed that a static squat position with no vibration had no effect on lower body flexibility performance. Similarly, no control measurement was performed for the LV, assuming that body positions used in LV were relatively easy to maintain and would be unlikely to cause any potentiating or fatiguing effect.
CONCLUSIONS
The current study shows that LV is an effective exercise modality that acutely increases lower extremity flexibility compared with WBV and traditional stretching exercises. As subjects experienced no negative effects during LV, this protocol could be considered a safe and effective way of enhancing lower extremity flexibility. Since resting on the WBV platform in comfortable body positions is much easier than demanding and strenuous DS and SS, it seems highly practical for athletes to use LV as an alternative flexibility enhancement modality. In addition, athletes having high flexibility levels could benefit from LV as much as athletes with low flexibility levels.
It is reasonable for trainers to use a time frame of 6 to 8 minutes after LV to optimize flexibility training gains for athletes if a WBV device is used as a local vibration source during training sessions.
As the literature lacks set guidelines for vibration treatment, future studies should investigate the effects of various vibration parameters (types of exercise, duration of exercise, frequency, amplitude, types of vibration platform, body posture, etc.) on lower extremity flexibility. In addition, there is a need to investigate and clarify the underlying neurological mechanisms associated with vibration exercises in which target muscles are in contact with the WBV platform.
